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Tom , Ollie and Em ily:  Reflect ions on I nclusion as an Exclusive Experience  
 
 
I nt roduct ion 
I t  is well recognised that  individuals who belong to non-dom inant  or m arginalised 
groups, such as those with disabilit ies or those from  m inority ethnic groups, are subject  
to various form s of overt  and covert  discrim inat ion in their daily lives and in their 
interact ions with organisat ions, inst itut ions and broader st ructures such as the educat ion 
system . This paper explores the experiences of three young people who form ed part  of a 
sm all scale study explor ing young people’s experience of inclusion in educat ion. The 
young people had varying degrees of physical disabilit y and the evidence from  the study 
suggests that  som e of the st rategies put  in place to facilitate the inclusion of young 
people in educat ion can, conversely, result  in exclusive experiences for t he individual(s)  
concerned.  
 
I nclusion in educat ion has becom e big business internat ionally over the past  two decades 
and is enshrined in law in m any count ries including those m aking up the United 
Kingdom . Much has been published on the desirabilit y of inclusion in educat ion, as a 
m eans of working towards social j ust ice, as well as on what  m ay or m ay not  be 
described as ‘good pract ice’ in term s of inclusion. This body of work encom passes all 
stages of educat ion, and m uch of it  is predicated on the assum pt ion that  inclusion, in 
term s of st rategies such as addressing individual needs in the classroom , is a ‘good 
thing’. That  does not  m ean that  I  am  m aking an argum ent  against  inclusive pract ice:  
rather, m y concern is with the uncrit ical use of inclusive policies and pract ices which can, 
and often do, have unintended and often un-not iced consequences for t he young person 
being ‘included’. Over t im e, we have becom e so com fortable with the concept  of 
inclusion (and, in som e organisat ions, com fortable with the belief that  inclusion is 
‘successful’)  that  it  has evolved into a not ion that  we have largely ceased to quest ion, in 
term s of both  the discourse and the pract ice surrounding it . I nstead, as Graham  and 
Slee (2008: 277)  have suggested, we are increasingly using inclusive educat ion as a 
m eans for ‘explaining and protect ing the status quo’ rather than as a m eans for 
developing m ore radical and dem ocrat ic form s of educat ion. I n other words, inclusive 
educat ion is predicated on taken- for-granteds and assum pt ions about  t he Other as well 
as on a set  of beliefs about  the relat ive effect iveness of st rategies for  inclusion. Secure in 
the knowledge that  we are ‘doing’ inclusion, as pract it ioners we often fail to quest ion or 
even consider these crit ical issues. And yet , if as educat ion pract it ioners our aim  is to 
m ake social just ice, then we have a responsibilit y  to explore and to problem at ise such 
issues. Only by doing this can we t ry t o understand what  is really  happening in the 
educat ional lives of young people who experience different  form s of exclusion and 
m arginalisat ion in the context  of their posit ioning within a hom ogenised and deficit  
m odel of disabilit y.  
 
Methodology 
This paper draws on three case studies to illust rate the ways in which young people with 
different  abilit ies have experienced different  degrees of exclusion in the context  of the 
inclusive pract ice of the inst itut ion at  which they were students. The sm all scale 
qualitat ive study in which these young people part icipated was developed as a pilot  for a 
m ore extensive study. I t  ut ilised a snowball sam pling m ethod and data were collected 
online with the young people init ially responding to a series of open quest ions. One of 
the young people profiled here later part icipated in a telephone interview. All the young 
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people who part icipated did so voluntarily after hearing about  the study from  a fr iend. 
Two of those included in this paper reported on their experiences of Further Educat ion 
and one of his experiences of Higher Educat ion. Consistent  with the ethical fram ework 
for  the study, all part icipants and organisat ions have been anonym ised in this paper. 
Data were analysed using a them at ic approach which explored responses related 
specifically to instances of inclusion and exclusion. 
  
The following stories are about  Tom , Ollie and Em ily. All three define them selves as 
disabled, and all three have required som e degree of learning support  t hroughout  their 
educat ional careers. 
 
Ollie and Em ily 
Em ily is a wheelchair user as a consequence of post -m eningit is neuropathy. She is also 
diabet ic. Ollie has a rare degenerat ive and life- lim it ing condit ion akin to m uscular 
dyst rophy and is also a wheelchair user. Both at tended a specialist  school for children 
with disabilit ies before m oving on to I saac Newton Further Educat ion College. The 
college has a long history of partnership with local schools, including those categorised 
as ‘Special Schools’, and prides it self on it s inclusive approach to educat ion. Although 
Em ily stated that  she did not  feel excluded in any way during her educat ion, she did note 
that  ‘I  wasn’t  very good at  socialising with able-bodied students at  Newton College’ 
im plying som e degree of social separat ion between those young people with obvious 
disabilit ies and those without . Although Ollie had less difficulty socially, and has a wide 
circle of fr iends including both ‘disabled’ and ‘able-bodied’, he had his own source of 
irr itat ion:  ‘w hy ,  when everything was so inclusive in the classroom , did they m ake all 
the disabled kids sit  together at  luncht im e?!  You couldn’t  m ove around and talk to your 
fr iends’.  
 
 
Tom  
Tom  is 23. He has a severe form  of cerebral palsy and uses an elect r ic wheelchair;  he 
requires the support  of a 24/ 7 carer and uses a m otabilit y vehicle.  He is also current ly a 
student  at  a UK university where he is studying for  an undergraduate degree. The 
University, sim ilarly to the schools that  Tom  previously at tended, has clearly m ade 
considerable effort s to enable him  to access his degree program m e. Despite this, Tom  
feels socially excluded at  university, and recounts stories of both subt le and unsubt le 
form s of exclusion. For exam ple, he describes feeling excluded because, as a wheelchair 
user, ‘you can’t  sit  with m ates in class because the lecture halls are like cinem as and 
stepped’. Sim ilarly, Tom ’s social interact ions are ham pered because ‘between lectures I  
have to go accessible way which isn’t  always the m ain route’, thus separat ing him  from  a 
m ajorit y of his peers. The solut ion to these difficult ies is obvious as far as he is 
concerned:  ‘[ organisat ions should m ake]  disabilit y access the m ain focus rather than a 
spin off’.  I n addit ion to these challenges, which Tom  uses as exam ples of ways in which 
he feels excluded by his university, he also describes m ore subt le form s of exclusion. 
Tom ’s disabilit ies m ean that  he requires a note- taker;  he explained that  in term s of 
learning ‘[ I ]  need help note- taking and revising [ and]  st ruggle to write lots’. Whilst  the 
note- taker is clearly an essent ial support  in term s of inclusion, Tom  noted that  ‘in group 
act ivit ies m y note- taker can get  in way of m y own interact ions’, illust rat ing the way in 
which som e intervent ions intended to support  an individual can be both inclusive and 
exclusive. 
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 Social in / exclusion 
These ‘lit t le stories’  reflect  t ensions between the com m itm ent  to inclusion and equalit y 
m ade explicit  by the inst itut ion concerned, and the experience of the young people. I t  is 
worth not ing that  both Ollie and Em ily highlight  the im portance of social 
inclusion/ exclusion in their lives, som ething which is also given prom inence by Tom  in 
his story. I n short  spaces of t im e, such as that  when Tom  is using the ‘accessible route’  
or sit t ing apart  during lectures, the thread of conversat ions can change or be lost  and 
group dynam ics can .shift  alm ost  im percept ibly. These changes in a group dynam ic 
effect ively leave young people such as Tom , who cannot  be present  all the t im e, 
constant ly on the m argins of their fr iendship group. This is significant  since, irrespect ive 
of the acts of inclusion intended to integrate them  into educat ion, what  appeared to be 
m ost  im portant  to these young people was to be socially included in the sense of 
part icipat ing in leisure act ivit ies (such as chat t ing, or having lunch together)  with a peer 
group which included both disabled and non-disabled peers. This suggests that , 
consistent  with earlier research (Atkins, 2009: 140)  social and leisure act ivit y is form ing a 
significant  aspect  of ident it y form at ion in the lives of these young people as they m ove 
towards adulthood and is the aspect  of their lives to which they at tach the greatest  
im portance. This social aspect  of educat ion, which is often overlooked, is of considerable 
im portance to young people both with and without  disabilit ies. However, the challenges 
of overcom ing different  degrees of social exclusion faced by disabled young people im ply 
that  the social aspects of educat ion m ay assum e proport ionately greater significance for 
them  than their non-disabled peers as they m ake their t ransit ion to adulthood. A further 
im plicat ion of this would be that  a failure to see beyond the classroom  in term s of 
inclusion will necessarily result  in exclusionary pract ices such as those described by 
Em ily and Ollie and m ay engender greater degrees of social exclusion for other young 
people in sim ilar circum stances. 
 
 Within the classroom , a failure to acknowledge changing group dynam ics by the 
int roduct ion of a note- taker, or  other support  worker, also creates the potent ial for 
further exclusion, in the way that  Tom  described. A note- taker or  support  worker has a 
professional role, and is therefore likely to inhibit  relat ionships between the supported 
young person and their peers. Further, what  is the role of this person in a group act ivit y? 
I s it  to rem ain silent  and scribe (which m ight  create const raints in som e group act ivit ies)  
or t o part icipate (which could deny a voice to the young person)? And if interact ion 
between the young person and their support  worker is necessary, how m ight  that  im pact  
on the peer group dynam ic at  that  m om ent  in t im e? I r respect ive of the approach taken, 
as Tom  says, the very presence of another person has im plicat ions for  t he relat ionships 
between the supported student  and their peers. Thus, there was a tension between his 
need for a note taker t o facilitate access to his chosen program m e, and the way in which 
the presence of the note taker engendered increased social exclusion by creat ing 
barriers to his personal interact ions. 
 
Barriers t o personal interact ions form ed a recurr ing them e in each of the stories the 
young people told. Em ily’s sense of social separat ion from  those she perceived as ‘other ’ 
– the non-disabled students – was indicat ive of hidden form s of exclusion in that  Em ily 
believed  that  she wasn’t  very good at  socialising with them  ( rather than that  they were 
not  very good at  socialising with her) . Barriers were also generated by the requirem ent  
of I saac Newton College that  disabled young people should sit  in a defined area at  
luncht im e. The answer to Ollie’s quest ion about  why  he had to sit  apart  at  luncht im es 
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was apparent ly related to health and safet y. Of it self this begs the quest ion:  what  is 
m ore im portant  –health and safety or enabling the social and leisure act ivit ies that  
cont r ibute to ident it y form at ion? And if the issue of health and safety was param ount , 
perhaps in term s of ensuring the safe evacuat ion of wheelchair using young people in an 
em ergency, could no-one think of a m ore effect ive way of addressing the concerns than 
segregat ing the disabled students? Approaches such as this within ‘inclusive’ 
organisat ions reflect  the way in which specific, discrim inatory pract ices can becom e 
norm alised within an inst itut ion – even where that  inst itut ion has a com m itm ent  to 
inclusive pract ice and equalit y -   to the extent  t hat  professionals then cease to quest ion 
them . Where such pract ices occur, they m ake a significant  cont r ibut ion to the 
m arginalisat ion of certain groups of young people and stories such as Ollie’s highlight  the 
need for pract it ioners to constant ly problem at ise and quest ion pract ice in the sense of 
asking ‘what  are we doing and why are we doing it? What  are the consequences of our 
act ions and for whom ?’  
 
Discourses of in/ exclusion 
I  have previously argued that  the educat ion system  exerts part icularly oppressive form s 
of power and cont rol over young people in the context  of the discourse it  uses to 
describe them  (e.g. see Atkins 2009;  2010) . I t  does this by hom ogenising young people 
into deficit  m odels associated with specific characterist ics the group is perceived to have. 
Further,  the discourse used to describe these groups of young people always has 
negat ive connotat ions. Thus, those young people who are unable to conform  to the 
requirem ents of secondary educat ion are described as ‘disaffected’ and ‘disrupt ive’ or  
‘disengaged’, all of which im ply a negat ive. Sim ilarly, we discuss disabilit y as opposed to 
abilit y and describe som e young people (often including the ‘disaffected’ or ‘disengaged’)  
as having special educat ional needs.   The term  need im plies a want  or deficit , as well as 
a form  of dependency. I n addit ion, there is anecdotal evidence to suggest  that , am ongst  
young people st ill in educat ion, the word ‘special’ is being used as a derogatory noun 
(as, indeed, is ‘widening part icipat ion’) . The use of derogatory discourse am ongst  young 
people reflect s underlying societal at t itudes which rem ain negat ive and exclusive despite 
a long standing inclusion agenda in schools and universit ies:  this alone dem onst rates the 
challenges facing educat ion in term s of challenging m arginalisat ion and exclusion and 
m oving towards a m ore socially just  and dem ocrat ic system  of educat ion.  
 
Norm at ive at t itudes and percept ions are also reflected in the inconsistency between the 
general sensit ivit y of som e teachers to their pupils’ needs and the m ore lim ited 
em ot ional regard that  they tend to have for non-com pliant  pupils or those who do not  
seem  ‘bright ’ (Hedge and MacKenzie, 2012: 332) . Such inconsistencies and the use of 
discourses of deficit  in relat ion to certain groups of young people are indicat ive of a 
tension between our norm at ive assum pt ions, reflected in the discourses we use, and the 
generally held belief that  we are successfully ‘doing’ inclusion. I t  is also worth not ing that  
som e professional discourse, used unthinkingly, can also have a negat ive im pact  in 
term s of the m essages it  com m unicates to young people or to others. Term s associated 
with m odels of deficit , such as special educat ional needs, exert  considerable power in 
term s of the way they define and Other part icular groups in the context  of perceived 
characterist ics which are different  to the norm . Characterising young people in this way 
has significant  im plicat ions for  their ident it y form at ion, which in turn is likely to have a 
m ajor im pact  on the relat ive success of their t ransit ion from  school to adulthood with all 
that  that  im plies. 
 
Norm at ive percept ions of in/ exclusion 
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I t  is worth not ing that  Tom , Ollie and Em ily have all at tended colleges and Universit ies 
with a significant  com m itm ent  to equalit y and diversity and yet ,  despite this, som e of 
their experiences of inclusion have been exclusive. This raises two key issues. First ly, it  
highlights the im portance of interrogat ing pract ice and exploring the issues surrounding 
and consequences of I nclusive Pract ice. Secondly, it  raises quest ions about  the cent r ist  
and norm at ive percept ions of disabilit y and inclusion held by policy m akers and 
professionals at  both m acro and m icro levels and the ways in which these percept ions of 
the norm  are com m unicated through professional discourse. These percept ions assum e 
that  we should be including the m arginalised into a cent re which Graham  and Slee 
(2008: 279)  have described as being ‘but  a barren and fict ional place’ and also reflects 
‘inclusion’s need to speak of and ident ify otherness’ (Harwood and Rasm ussen, 2002 
cited Graham  and Slee, I bid) . 
 
Norm at ive percept ions can stand in the way of possible solut ions to problem s of 
exclusion such as those experienced by Tom .  His idea that  ‘[ organisat ions should m ake]  
disabilit y access the m ain focus rather than a spin off’ seem s sim ple and relat ively 
inst rum ental;  after all,  it  was achieved at  the Olym pic Park and Athletes Village. So why 
is it  less possible in educat ion? Set t ing funding issues aside, the m ost  significant  barrier 
to achieving the sort  of thinking and approach to disabilit y in educat ion that  Tom  would 
like is the fact  that  all aspects of educat ion are const ructed around norm at ive 
percept ions of the world which effect ively exclude specific groups of young people who 
are perceived to be different . Thus, to achieve the kind of approach that  Tom  suggests 
would involve far m ore than thought ful planning:  rather, it  would be necessary to 
‘disrupt  the const ruct ion of cent re from  which the exclusion derives’ (Graham  and Slee, 
ibid) . At  a m acro level this m ight  involve a t ransfer of power and cont rol from  the cent re 
to the m argins, som ething which would have significant  policy and polit ical im plicat ions.  
 
At  a m ore local level, disrupt ing the cent re would im ply taking a radically different  view 
to inclusion in educat ion, som ething which would necessitate all teachers to be 
com m it ted to the principles of equalit y and social j ust ice in educat ion. The assum pt ion 
that  all teachers are so com m it ted is one of the taken- for-granteds surrounding the 
concept  of inclusion, and yet ,  as research am ongst  t rainee teachers dem onst rates, they 
som et im es hear m essages in schools that  conflict  with the pro- inclusion m essages they 
hear in the university (Beacham  and Rouse, 2012:  12)  suggest ing that  som e teachers at  
least  retain negat ive, norm at ive societal at t itudes and percept ions which influence the 
ways in which inclusive pract ice is im plem ented. 
 
Conclusions 
This sm all study has raised two key issues. First ly, it  is apparent  from  the data that  
som e inclusive pract ices are having unnot iced, exclusionary im pacts on young people.  
Further,  it  is apparent  t hat  the form s of exclusion that  concern young people the m ost  
are aspects of social exclusion which prevent  them  establishing and m aintaining peer 
relat ionships in the sam e way as other,  less m arginalised young people. Whilst  this is an 
area which dem ands fur ther invest igat ion, it  is clear that  pract it ioners have a significant  
responsibilit y to crit ically exam ine inclusive pract ices within the classroom  and to t ry to 
understand how these im pact  on the educat ional lives of young people. Only by sm all 
steps like this can we hope to m ove towards a future in which all young people, 
irrespect ive of their sim ilarit y or difference to one another,  can enjoy a t ruly socially j ust  
and dem ocrat ic educat ion. 
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